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No one on the highways tonight 


Just you and me and the rigs we ride 


Exhaustion hung dark and heavy over James when he pulled into the truck rest stop, threatening to finally 
close his eyes. The road from Atlanta to Rapid City was long, longer than many other routes had felt, and 


James was amazed he'd almost made it to his actual, final stop in one piece. Letting the engine idle so he could 


unbuckle, exhale and slump down over the wheel, he looked around and felt disconcertingly out of place. South 
Dakota felt incredibly vast and looked the same-the mountains were imposing and darkened the sky before the 
clouds did, and the long, wide, forested roads looked more and more sinister the longer he straddled the 
highway. But it was because, James figured, it was just such a long fucking trip. 


Maybe he'd been doing it too long. Maybe the chump change for the endless hours on endless highways, 
cramped spaces and loneliness wasn't cutting it anymore. James sighed again and reached for the nearly empty 
coffee cup, long gone cold from his mid-morning stop and murky with milk, trying to remember the last time 
he even had a conversation with someone that lasted more than the length of time it took to smoke a 
cigarette. He needed one of those, bad. He needed to stretch his legs, take a piss, take a long, hot shower then 
have a long, hot meal. He just wished he had company. 


The air was cold, much colder than he anticipated after being swaddled in the warmth of the truck. The sun 
was setting beyond the mountains and everything looked jagged and dark, too ominous-the lights from the 
truck stop itself cut through the impending darkness severely, all bright white, yellow and red, and the row of 
other idle trucks just added to the quiet of it all. Either the other guys were already sleeping or they were 
inside the little restaurant getting their own meals. James hoped it was one of the rare nights when he'd walk 
in and find a little group huddled together and one of them would invite him to join in, or at least acknowledge 


another soldier had entered the zone. 


The shower felt right. James washed up thoroughly, scrubbing away hours of tiredness and loneliness as best 
he could, and just stood under the water as long as his body would allow. He could ignore how alien he felt in 
his own skin when he was under the water but once out, wrapped in the same flimsy towel he'd been carting 
from truck stop to truck stop for years, he wanted to crawl right out of his skin and disappear. He didn't like 
looking in the mirror but he did it anyway, to face it, just to be met with the same sight as always-aging, 
scruffy, paunchy and hardened. That's what he saw. 


But he had maintained a sense of gratitude even at the lowest points-after all, it could always be worse. He 
had clean clothes to change into and more than enough cash for a good dinner and dessert, even if it did add 
to the paunch. It wasn't like he was getting laid on these drives and it wasn't like he had anyone to go home to, 
so who did he have to look good for? Actually, James thought as he buttoned up over a slightly fresher, 
newer white undershirt, he was usually the best looking trucker and one of the youngest around even with his 


flaws. Probably would be again tonight. He could revel in that small accomplishment. 


Except he was wrong. When James was all fresh and feeling a little more self-assured, he got inside the diner 
that was trilling with the usual trucker talk and saw someone he thought put him to shame. Dark hair, 
masculine face that was all sharp angles, soft steely eyes and an obviously fit body that wasn't even being 
attempted to be hidden underneath baggy clothes. This guy didn't look weathered and worn and James definitely 
had a couple years on him but he was obviously a trucker, akin to his surroundings, James could see that just 
the same. They locked eyes and this apparent newbie smiled at James and he felt his heart flutter at what he 
was going to take as an invitation He could admit he was desperate for some company, even if it was 


temporary, and this guy looked young, sweet and quite possibly eager for some company of his own. 


James went right over to the booth, not caring that the only waitress around was still occupied by another 
table, going around filling mugs held by big, hard hands with more coffee. "Hey," he said, already stepping 
toward the unoccupied side. "You eating alone?" 

The guy gestured to the empty space in front of him. "Well, I'm not eating yet. But yeah, l'm alone.” His eyes 
flickered over James, right up and down, and James was suddenly sure that his self-imposed invitation would 


be waved away but then came, "What about you?" 


"Yeah, I'm alone," James said, giving a nod to the empty bench. "Could | join you? | just drove like 23 hours and | 
really don't need to hear my own thoughts any longer.” 


The guy laughed and patted the table. "Yes, please, man" James felt so grateful he almost poured out his 
verbal gratitude, but he kept it cool as he slid into the booth and his new friend continued: "I guess | can't 
complain. | just came from Boise, so it wasn't that bad. Not 23 hours bad" 


"That's pretty bad," James replied, more than willing to give the new guy a break. "You don't look like you've 
been doing this for very long." 


Another smile, another glance from James’ shoulders to his eyes. "First year. Still getting the hang of it, 
honestly. How long have you been on the road for?" 


Five years this June," James said, finally picking up the spare meru. "I thought the first year was the 
toughest but | was wrong-fifth year is the toughest" 


"Oh yeah?" 
"You'll see. Trust me." 


Another laugh, and James couldn't help but look up as he heard that light, earnest laugh. "Hey, what's your 


name, man?" 

"James." 

The grey eyes lit up again. "Good to meet you, James. I'm Jason” Jason looked down at the menu but caught 
James' eyes again when he looked up plainly, like he was studying his dinner companion with no shame. "I'm 
curious-five years on the road. You don't look like the other guys here, y'know. So-how old are you?" 

James stiffened. "Isn't that a rude question?" 


"For women, yeah," Jason said with a laugh. "Just wondering, man. No harm." 


"So how old do you think | am?" James asked, trying to prepare himself to be insulted. 


Jason tilted his head as he kept studying. "Early 30s? Can't be much older than me." 
James laughed a little then, relieved. "You're generous." He smacked the menu against his chest. "36." 


"36 isn't old, hate to tell you," Jason said, turning his attention back to the menu. "Anyway, your face looks 


even younger." 
"So does yours." 


"Well, /m in my early 30s. 33 last month, actually. | thought | actually might not be the youngest one here 


though," Jason said in a hushed tone, looking around at the other men. "That would be a nice change." 


"Is good being the youngest one," James countered, scanning over the menu, his focus so deterred by Jason 


he had no idea what his body was craving anymore. "There's nothing better than being young." 
Jason smiled. "You're still young." 
"The road ages you. Fast and hard" 


"| don't doubt that" Jason looked back down at the menu. "So what are you getting? I'm kinda tempted by the 
breakfast-all-day thing, considering I've been living off Pop-Tarts lately. A bacon and cheese omelet sounds 
pretty good right now." 


More than food, James just wanted this actual dinner conversation to go beyond the diner. When he was first 
getting started with his job, he didn't feel the blow of losing those conversations, of those men drifting off to 
their own trucks, to their own routes and never to be seen again, getting older, he felt that grief. Stability and 
consistency was becoming a desperate need and it grieved him even more when James realized he didn't have 
any idea of how to get it. But he looked down at the menu again anyway and tried to focus on his stomach 
more than his heart. 


James nodded in agreement. "Breakfast does sound good." 


It didn't take long for the kind but clearly tired waitress to bring out Jason's huge omelet and hashbrowns and 
James' hearty stack of pancakes. James felt at ease enough to douse the stack in butter and syrup and he 
sincerely felt they tasted better with Jason sitting across from him; Jason apparently had become at ease 
enough to chatter away, telling James about the I5 hour drive from Boise and the 9 hour drive from Olympia 
before that, how before that he drove all through California and missed the sunshine already, even though he 


was from Michigan and the grey expanse of the Midwest was not at all unfamiliar to him. 


"What's been your favorite place to visit?" Jason asked, sprinkling black pepper over his pile of hashbrowrs. "l 
guess we can use the term ‘visit loosely but you know what | mean 


James thought about it, trying to comb through the blurred memories of so many stops over the years. "I 
liked going through the Carolinas a lot. My second year, | actually decided to make a pit stop in Myrtle Beach. It 
was nice." 

'| bet. | don't see any beaches here." 

"Even if there was, April weather in South Dakota doesn't seem like a good beach trip." 

"No," Jason agreed with a chuckle. "Probably not. When | was in high school, | was always really impatient about 
summer. Like, | just wanted school to be over with and | wanted to feel the sun and have that freedom. I'd be 
so impatient that I'd go to the lake anyway like, in the middle of March or April, and I'd go swimming and the 
water would be fucking cold, man. It was fun though. Don't think | could do it now." 


James could imagine an even younger version of Jason jumping off a dock into frigid, dark water. He laughed a 


little. "Me either." 

"Where'd you grow up?" 

"California But | live in Nashville now." 

Jason's eyes widened as he chewed. "No shit. You must like the heat." 

"Yeah, | do. And | also know what you mean about missing the sun" 

"Do you take vitamin D?" 

James smiled, stifling another laugh. Jason was a litte quirky-he liked that. He liked how he had no qualms 
about opening up and was comfortable asking James things as if they were already friends. "No, but | drink 
milk" 

"Well, that's good. But you should take vitamin D, at least while you're away from home," Jason insisted. "My 
mom always pushed it on me growing up because Michigan is so, well, dreary. It's good if you don't get a lot of 
sun. Probably really good for us truckers." 

"IIl get some," James said, sincerely making a mental note of it. "It really helps?" 

Jason shrugged. "I think so. It can't hurt anyway." 

After their breakfast-for-dinner plates were scraped clean, the got dessert-cherry pie for James, blueberry 
pie for Jason-and stepped back out into the cold quiet. James felt the strain against his belt, stomach full 
from a good meal that was made even better by Jason, and a gnawing, anxious desire bubbling up. As he 


turned around the corner of the diner to light a cigarette, Jason made no move to leave; James extended the 
pack to him. 


Jason held a hand up. "Appreciate it, but I'll pass." 
James nodded. "Smart." 
Jason moved in closer. "I'll take a drag off yours, though." 


James’ heart flipped. He exhaled and passed the cigarette to Jason, watching as he inhaled and exhaled 
smoothly, flicking ash to the pavement before handing it back. James was getting the sense Jason wanted to 
say something too, suddenly quiet and leaning back against the building, eyes no longer confidently locked on 
James, and he could only figure it was something good-something hopeful. Throughout all their talking, Jason 
only mentioned family and friends back home, no one he was still fully connected to on the road; even though 
he didn't read as being lonely, James was sure no one could survive even a few months of trucking without 


feeling that isolation. 


"I have a proposition for you," James said, willing himself to go for it. To make the move. To own up to his own 


loneliness and do something to try and relieve some of it. "I figure you'll say no but | really hope you'll say 


yes. 


Jason looked up at him. "What is it?" 

James took another drag, hand shaking a bit. "Will you sleep with me tonight?" He waited for a response but 
Jason kept silent and tilted his head, blinking up at James, so he added, "Not-not like, sex. Just sleep with me. 
Stay in my cab. | like you, Jason, and-" He made himself look away back to the black sky. "And I'm really lonely, 
man." He still couldn't look as he brought the cigarette to his lips again, embarrassment making his face flare 
up. Jason must have thought he was a pathetic creep. But then James felt Jason's hand slip into his own. 

"| get it," Jason said. "It fucking sucks." 

James laughed. "Yeah. It fucking sucks." 

Jason squeezed his hand. "You're too nice to be lonely." 

James squeezed Jason's strong, warm hand in return. "Get out of this before it kills you, too." 

James was still in disbelief as Jason followed him up into his truck. He immediately reached under the bed, 
grabbing the bottle of whiskey he kept wrapped in a spare blanket. "Want a drink?" he asked, not waiting for an 


answer before getting two plastic cups out and ready, pouring himself a generous shot, then one for Jason 


"Do you always have a nightcap?" Jason asked, taking the drink from James, still standing with one hand in his 
pocket. 


"You can sit," James said, gesturing to the bed that was just barely big enough for two people, maybe not 


quite big enough for two grown men. 


Jason did sit down, holding the drink in one hand while he started to take off his shoes with the other. "I like 
your cab better than mine," he said, looking around as his laces came undone. "It's kinda rugged but stil 


comfortable." 
James laughed and sat down next to him. "Rugged?" 


"Yeah, | mean, look at that," Jason said, gesturing to the pair of antlers that James had mounted on the wall. 
Five years had given him plenty of time to customize his space. "It's all very manly, with the whiskey and 
taxidermy." He turned and ran his hand over the thick, mossy green wool blanket over the bed. "Even this- 


worn and loved. Probably keeps you super warm.’ 


He was going to stay true to his word, but James couldn't deny that part of him actually did want to do more 
than just sleep next to Jason. He was so kind and charming and with such a special, handsome face; James felt 
so lucky to be able to sleep next to him-he was sure now that Jason would even let James hold him-and he 
knew he should just be grateful but still, he wanted to feel Jason's body, kiss him, touch him all over and 


remember what it was like to be completely, wholly intimate with someone so lovely. 
"Bet you're warmer," James said, low and quiet, hiding his mouth behind the cup of whiskey. 


Jason laughed and leaned against his shoulder, taking a drink too. "Michigan blood runs warm to make up for 


the long winters" He winked. "Guess you'll get to find out.” 


James downed the rest of his drink and got up to toss the cup in the little trash can that was nearly full. "I 
really thought you'd say no and walk away. That was the best-case scenario, actually. Better than you calling 
me a pervert and punching me in the face." When he turned around, Jason was also standing, unbuckling his 


own belt, peeling apart the fly of his jeans. James swallowed, mouth suddenly dry, and stood frozen 


"| don't sleep in jeans," Jason offered. He kicked his way out of them and James scanned down his marble, 


muscular legs. "I'm not even tired now, honestly. That might be a problem." 


"Me either," James admitted, his own fingers lingering at his belt, waiting to see what else Jason would do-or 


take off. 


"Maybe if we actually lie down, we'll get tired," Jason suggested, eyes zeroing in on where James' fingers landed 
over his belt. 


James unbuckled it. "Maybe." Jason politely looked away, back at the antlers on the wall, so James continued, 
shedding himself of his own jeans, then went to unbutton his shirt. It'd been a while before he was so stripped 
down with anyone and he didn't like it all that much-not until Jason looked back at him and his eyes reflected 


his kindness and total lack of judgment. There was no need to be wracked with self-consciousness when he was 


being truly revered, Jason taking breath that made his chest rise and fall while his gaze moved down to 
James’ chest. 


Jason seemed to catch himself staring. He turned and leaned over enough to pull the blankets back "Which side 


do you want?" 


James stepped over, a shiver running over his body. "The wall. So if you want an easy escape, you've got it” 
He slipped under his blankets as quickly as he could, what he hoped were the last of his nerves settling down 


as he was able to cover himself back up some more. 


"| don't think so," Jason said, looking around again while James looked over his body again, so tight and strong, 


not ruined by the monotony of the job and poor diet yet. "Lights?" 
"Oh, shit-by the door.” 


Jason stepped over and flipped them off; Jason watched his silhouette move closer and closer. "So you just 


stumble back here in the dark?" 


James laughed a little. "It's not very far." Another shiver came over him as he felt Jason get under the 
blankets and sidle up next to him, his back pressed against James’ chest, the backs of his thighs meeting flush 
with his own. He could feel the warmth burning from Jason's body and the softness of his skin and smell the 
freshness of his hair. After a moment, James looped an arm over Jason's chest and loosely held him there as 
he closed his eyes. He still wasn't tired-he actually thought he might lie there awake all night, just holding 
Jason and wishing he never actually had to get up at all. 


"Do you have enough space?" Jason asked. 
"No. But this is perfect." 


"Okay." There was a minute of silence, with James feeling Jason's chest rising and falling beneath his arm, 
before Jason said, "You sure this is all you want?" 


James stiffened beside him. "What do you mean?" 
Jason turned over to face him. "| mean, we're both men-loneliness for us usually goes beyond the need to, uh, 
cuddle. And like | said, you're too nice to be so lonely." He reached up and pushed his fingers through James’ 


hair. "And too handsome to be so fucking lonely." 


James melted into Jason's gentle touch, overwhelmed by how incredible it felt to just have someone touching 


his hair and grazing over his temple. "You can't see me in the dark" 


"I saw you plenty in the light. You walked in and | was like, wow." Jason's fingers trailed down to James' cheek, 


tracing the angles of his face, soft touches moving over old scars and new stubble. "It's a shame you're hidden 


on the road all the time. Couldn't believe you came over to me." 


It almost made James feel sick when he realized how badly he needed to hear words like that, his guts feeling 
as though they were twisting around inside of him, curling all the way up to wrap around his hardened heart. 
He clasped the back of Jason's neck and pressed their mouths together, no longer able to care about anything 
other than that moment-them squished in bed together, the dark cloaking his insecurities and Jason's kisses 
moving right along with James’. Jason's hand slid down to clasp his neck in return, thumb brushing over his 
throat; James clutched the collar of Jason's t-shirt tight with one hand while the other ventured down his 
waist and across his lower back, pressing them as tightly together as he possibly could without suffocating 


either of them. 


James gasped against his mouth when he felt Jason wedge a hand between them and quickly slide it past his 
boxers, wrapping around James’ dick. "You sure?" he asked, still hard in Jason's hand, his body aching for more 


touch, as much as Jason was willing to give. 


| want this too, y'know," he answered. He tipped James’ chin up with nose and kissed just beneath his jaw while 
he stroked at the odd angle, until James rolled over onto his back a bit more, bare arm meeting the cool air. 
Jason followed his maneuver, leaning down on one elbow as he pulled James’ boxers down to his thighs, 


everything heated and fast under the blankets. 


James grabbed the back of Jason's neck again, short, silky hair brushing over his fingers; he pulled him into a 
kiss and to cover his own groan as Jason gave a determined twist over his cock. James’ body felt alive with 
fire, like he was waking up from a long, groggy and dark sleep and he wanted to make Jason feel the same. If 
Jason didn't want him to be lonely, James didn't want Jason to be lonely even more. He was far too kind, far 


too smart and far too beautiful to ever be lonely. He deserved more than a cramped, sweaty hookup in the 


truck cab but it was the best James could do. 


With newfound power, James pushed Jason back by his shoulders and climbed over his thighs, grabbing his 
boxers and pulling them down. Jason reached both hands out and groped for James’ boxers again, tugging on 
them; James didn't need further instruction to hop off momentarily, stripping himself totally naked while he 
saw flashes of Jason doing the same. When James dropped one knee back onto his bed, he felt Jason's legs 
spread out and a hand land on his hip. 


"It feels so good to just be with someone," Jason said, smoothing his palm over James’ hip, skating his 


fingertips back down to his thigh. "I feel like it's been forever. How long's it been for you?" 


James moved between Jason's thighs and settled right down, pressing their bodies together once more: "| don't 


wanna say." 


"Well," Jason said through a quiet gasp. "This is just like riding a bike, right? All muscle memory. We don't ever 
forget" He arched his back up and pulled James down by his arm, digging his fingers into James' bicep. "Except 
| might've forgotten how good it feels." 


"Tell me," James said, angling one leg up, beginning to grind against Jason. "| want you to feel good, Jason" He 
should have gotten lube when he got up before; he didn't want to disrupt the moment now though. James spat 
in his hand and wrapped it around Jason's cock, rutting his own against the soft inner thigh that was spread 


out for him. 


Jason grabbed a handful of James’ hair and eased him back down until their noses were touching. "I like the 
way you kiss," he said, the words brushing over James’ lips before Jason really did kiss him. James liked how 
Jason kissed, too-self-assured and confident enough to take the lead but easy going enough to follow when 
James took charge, when he clasped Jason's jaw with his free hand and slid his tongue into Jason's mouth. 


James grunted against Jason's mouth when two hands slid down his back and to his ass, grabbing both cheeks 
and squeezing. Even with the still-too-dry friction, the only lubricant being saliva and both their own precum, 
was driving him closer and closer to coming all over both of them. A steady little stream of warm wetness 
seeped over James's knuckles and he moaned, parting his lips while Jason's tongue slid over his bottom lip and 
his precum coated his hand. James broke his hand away from him for just a second, giving himself a long 
stroke, coating his own cock in that slick 


"That's fucking hot," Jason said, voice deep and soft. His thighs pulsed around James and his fingers dug even 
harder into the tender muscle of his ass; James wasn't going to be able to keep his kisses steady, so he 
ducked down and pressed his face into Jason's neck, breathing hard while Jason growled. 


James let go of his dick and pressed it flush with Jason's, working them back into a hard, steady grind. Jason's 
growls got louder, filling the whole cab, while James kept his mouth secure against his neck, teeth grazing his 
skin; meanwhile, Jason's right hand crept into James’ hair, tugging and clawing through it, blunt nails scratching 
over his scalp. For such a cold night, James was sweating so much his whole body felt wet with it and he 
would have been embarrassed had Jason not been doing the same. They were both hot, Jason's neck damp and 
warm, James’ hair growing wet with it as their skin kept sliding together. Another sharp tug on James’ hair 
came and so did he, his cock throbbing against Jason's, his release seemingly endless as it became sticky and 
messy between them. His mind felt fuzzed out and he couldn't see anything behind his closed eyelids but he 
felt Jason squirm beneath him and an aching moan of James' name spurred him on again, pushing through the 
dramatic softening of his muscles to wrap his hand around Jason's cock again until he was bucking his hips up 


and shooting all over his own stomach. 


The breathless laugh Jason let out soared through James’ heart. Jason pulled him back down and wrapped his 
arms around him, stroking down James’ broad back then back up to his nape to play with his hair. 


"Thank you," James said, pressing a tentative kiss to the corner of Jason's mouth. "l-I really wanted that. With 


you : 


"Me too. I'm sorry | got your sheets all sweaty and gross though." 


James chuckled. "It's okay. It was totally worth it" He stood up, a bit wobbly on his feet. "I have paper towels, 
at least that's something. Wish | had a shower in here." 


Jason reached out and grabbed his hand. "We'll deal with it in the morning. Relax, man. | still wanna spoon" 


Of course James gave up on the idea of haphazardly wiping them up. He let Jason pull him back to the bed but 
before he could wrap himself around Jason all tight and secure, Jason rolled them both over onto their sides 
and clasped himself around James, swaddling him in warmth and strong muscles. James groped for the 
blankets, pulling even more warmth over both of them, glancing out the window at the lights beaming through 
the dark in the rest area If only the darkness could last longer, he could stay with Jason longer. The thought 
of getting back on the road alone tomorrow filled him with deep, sinking dread, he closed his eyes as Jason 
hummed quietly and ran his fingers through James’ chest hair. 


"Where you headed tomorrow?" James asked. 
"Kansas City. You?" 


"Cheyenne. Wyoming.” James pulled Jason's arm tighter around his chest. "Short trip, actually. | still don't wanna 


do it." 
Jason laughed quietly against James’ ear. "Me either. I'll be thinking about you." 


"Man, | really, really don't wanna fucking go," James said with a groan, burying his cheek into the pillow. "I need 


To see you again" 

"We can try and see when our roads will meet again. And you can catch me on the radio. I'll put it on more 
often, just to hear you. I'll know your voice," Jason said. "Let's try not to think about that too much. Tomorrow 
we can even shower together before we go." 

James was definitely going to look forward to that. "I needed this so much, Jason. You don't even know." He 
sighed, eyes still open and looking back out into the dark sprawling sky through the window. "And you're just 
gonna be gone." 

"I go home in a week. I'l give you my number. Call me, James. | want you to." 

"| will" 

"Good" Jason kissed James’ shoulder. "Now let's get some sleep. We're gonna need it" 

James nodded silently, finally allowing his eyes to shut. He didn't fall asleep until Jason did, when he heard the 


slowed, deep breathing while somehow the hold Jason kept around him stayed strong and, in the darkness of 


his unconscious mind, Jason was still there. 


Author's Notes: 
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Burnin’ rubber wherever we go 


Looking back at the orange glow 


For the next seven days and hundreds and hundreds of miles, James permeated Jason's thoughts. He could still 
feel the ghost of James’ strong hands over his skin and the soft but needy, aching kisses against his lips; 
Jason swore he could even smell him, like cool soap, deep musk and smoke. The night they shared felt like a 
fantasy but Jason knew it was real, as real as real could be, and it stayed so real and so palpable in his mind 
that it was all that replayed in his head as he drove, the highways long and the sky eternal. The nights were 
the hardest, when he was alone in the heavy darkness and the quiet, low rumbles of engines surrounding him 
were no longer ambient white noise but almost oppressive, distracting sounds that made the charms of what 


had been seem further and further away. James had been right-it was a lonely job. 


Going home took a little weight off his shoulders. Seeing that cherry wood door as he moved up the concrete 
steps was a silent but warm welcome, even more so with the oak and maple trees in the front yard and the 
shiny holly bushes beneath the big first floor windows. Still, it felt a little ironic that his job had allowed him to 
finally buy a real house while it simultaneously kept him away from it for most of the time. It'd been a real 
fixer upper even when Jason signed the bill of sale, a choked up little piece of property. It had a real need for 
some yard work-which Jason did successfully before winter came-and new paint on all the walls, floors in need 
of refinishing, decrepit lighting in the basement, and a back deck that had been quite treacherous upon moving 
in. Stepping back inside his little home after a long absence, Jason hardly noticed all its flaws. It was always 
going to be better than the sea of pavement and the stifling truck cab. 


He wanted to get a dog or cat, or maybe build a hutch in the backyard and one in the garage, get some 
heaters and put them in there to have rabbits. Owning actual land and raising animals had always called to him, 
but it seemed so far-fetched. Suburbia was a lot easier to attain and maintain. He missed the affectionate, 
scraggly mutt he'd had growing up in his own childhood of suburbia and he missed the cats his parents stil 
had at home. Coming home here was nice but would definitely be nicer with some company and, with that 
thought, Jason's stream of consciousness moved from the furry friends he would someday cherish to a 


different sort of company. A person. He looked over at the secondhand grey couch and imagined James sitting 


on it, reclining with a beer in hand, Jason moving over to sit next to him to turn on the TV and laze the night 


away. 


Sighing, he set his bags down and went into the kitchen. He leaned over the sink and opened the window, letting 
the fresh spring Battle Creek air interrupt the staleness inside. He looked out at the full green trees and the 
patches of violets and yellow wildflowers in the grass, more than accepting of the so-called weeds that littered 
his lawn. His five-year plan would happen, Jason was sure of that. James had been on the road for five years 
and apparently had no plans to quit-Jason had already designated five years as the end goal. Five years, save 


up as much as he could, turn the house into a real home and start to build something else. 


Mind always racing, he could hardly enjoy the cool breeze before he was thinking about what his next job 
would be. He hadn't gotten that far in the plan. But Jason was handy, certainly more than capable of turning 
the whole house around. He could always get a trade, really get gritty with some more hands-on blue collar 
work That'd be better money than driving a truck, probably. Less worry about gaining weight, anyway. He'd 
stay busy during the day and have enough free time to do his own little projects. The more he thought about 
it, the more he wanted to build those rabbit hutches. And the more he wanted to start a garden where he 
could grow his own vegetables. Maybe even extend the deck one day and get some of those rice Adirondack 


chairs. Maybe build them himself. 


The phone ringing broke his mental planning. Jason automatically assumed it was his mom-she always knew of 
his comings and goings-but when he answered, he heard a slightly scratchy, deep voice on the other end that 
sent sparks up his spine. 


"You're home," James said, his tone reflecting the same relief Jason felt to, indeed, be back home. 

"Just walked in the door, actually," Jason said, taking the cordless phone back into the kitchen with him. He 
opened the fridge and grabbed a beer, James’ voice like sliding into a warm pool, already easing him into his 
time off. 


‘Oh, sorry, Jase, | can call back-" 


"No way, man. You timed it perfectly." Jason cracked the beer and took a sip-just a little metallic~y from 
sitting in there for so long. "Where are you now?" 


"Fresno. Its okay-sunny. I'm just tired, man" James exhaled, and Jason could picture him straightening up and 


puffing his chest out a bit. "But that's the usual. How was the trip home?" 


"Long," Jason admitted, leaning back against the counter so the breeze could whisper over the back of his neck 
"But its good to be home. | don't think | have enough time to finish any of my home improvement projects, 
but | could start one." 


"What's first on the list?" 


Jason looked over at the slab of wall next to the doorway, riddled in scuff marks and smudges. "l really need to 
paint. The whole damn place, man" He laughed a little. "I don't know what the previous owners were doing, but it 
looks like they climbed all over the walls." 

"Yeah? The residents of Battle Creek run awry?" 

Jason laughed again. "Looks like it." 

"| wanna see your house," James said and Jason's heart sped up at that, like James was already inviting 
himself over and Jason was more than willing to take him in. "I've only driven through Battle Creek. Never 
visited." 

‘| want you to see it. | can admit that I've been thinking about you a lot.” 

There was a brief pause before James said, "I've been thinking about only you." 

Jason took another drink "Same. It's bad. Whatd you do to me?" 

James laughed. "What'd you do to me, man?" 

"Hey, listen, James-you came over to me." 

"| did. And I'd do it again" 

Jason smiled and turned around to look out into the backyard again "You'd like it here, | think. Especially now, 
with everything green and pretty. The winter is tough and | bet itd be shocking for you, being a Cali boy and a 


southern man and all that." 


| could handle it. | already got a bottle of vitamin D" There was a brief pause, then James cleared his throat 
and said, "Y'know, | have a week off next month." 


"Really?" Jason took his beer and the phone over to the fridge, flipping his calendar to May. There he was 
again-head-first and eager. "When?" 


"Second week of May. | just took it off-was kinda hoping | could see you." 


Jason smiled even wider, butterflies in his stomach making him feel like he was a kid again with his first crush. 
"You took time off just to see me?" 


"Pretty much. So what do you think?" 


"Fuck yeah, dude. | can definitely push for a few days myself. | still have a few saved up." 


James exhaled. "Thank fuck. | couldn't have handled it if you'd said no." 

Jason set the beer down and grabbed a pen from the junk drawer, writing "JAMES" across that second week in 
May. "I would've said yes no matter what. | would've figured it out. What we talked about-and what we did-got 
me thinking more about all of it." 

"Like what?" 

"This job. It s lonely. It's exhausting. What if | just quit?" 

"Now? | thought you were gonna do a few more years." 

"Yeah. But what's the point? | thought I'd like it more, | guess. But it's not traveling-it's hauling shit, no sleep 
and no people." Jason set the pen down and looked to James’ name in black ink again. "| don't think l'm built for 
it. How have you done it for so long?" 

"| don't have anything or anyone to go home to. That's made it a little easier.” 


"You have a home though." 


"Yeah, but its lonely, Jase. | walk in and it just feels empty.” James sighed. "Don't get me wrong, | like doing 
things alone. And | live in a nice place, yeah. But it's almost just as lonely as being on the road now." 


Jason grabbed his beer again, sighed in turn and pressed his back against the fridge. "That makes me sad, 


James." 


"It is what it is. It's not all bad-| get to see a lot. Eat all sorts of different food. There's a freedom that comes 


with this job, but it also feels a lot like a prison sometimes." 

"It does. | liked being with you though. It didn't feel like a prison then" 
James chuckled quietly. "So-what are you wearing?" 

Jason laughed loudly and grabbed his beer. "What do you think?" 
"Nothing." 

"Yeah, | got home and immediately stripped naked. You got me, James." 
"Oh come on, just tell me. Jeans? Flannel?" 


Jason looked down at himself. "Blue jeans. Black and green flannel. You're pretty perceptive for being states 


away." 


James’ voice got even huskier: "You might feel more comfortable naked." 

Jason tilted his head, smirking to himself. "You think so?" 

"Yeah. Or would you rather have me take your clothes off for you?" 

Jason let out a surprised little grunt and paused with his beer in midair. Big, rough and tough James playing 
into phone sex-that was definitely welcome. "Yeah. I'd rather have you do it," he said, setting the beer down on 
the counter. "Tell me how you'd do it" 

"Well, where are you right now?" 


‘In my kitchen" 


"Alright, so here's what I'd do," James said, and Jason could hear the flick of a lighter. "Kiss you and keep 


kissing you until your back is against the counter.” 
"My back is already pressed against the fridge." 
"That works too. I'd unbutton your shirt but I'd do it slowly. Are you wearing anything under it?" 


Jason actually lifted his free hand to unbutton the first two of his flannel, revealing his wife beater beneath. 
"Yeah." 


"So that flannel is coming off and going to the floor. Then whatever is underneath-same thing." James paused, 


then laughed quietly. "Shit. | don't think I'm good at this." 

Jason wished he could touch him. The shyness in James' voice made his heart ache even more. He wished 
James was in his kitchen even if it didn't involve making out against the fridge. "You actually are, dude." He 
reached down and palmed over his crotch. "I'm kind of hard right now." 


James groaned in Jason's ear. "Fuck, don't tell me that." 


Jason laughed. "You were the one who was giving me the start of some very hot phone sex. The real thing 


would be better but I'll take what | can get." 
‘| still can't believe it. | really thought you were just gonna punch me in the face that night." 
"But you still asked. You must not have put too much faith in that assumption’ 


"I just knew you'd hurt my pride more than my body. Or face." 


Jason exhaled and stepped toward the door that led to the backyard, twisting the lock and stepping out onto 
the treacherous deck, being mindful of the broken beams. "James, you know-" He paused as he leaned down 
against the railing, letting the breeze wash over him. "It's been a while since | was with someone. | have a 
habit-I go in head-first, give it my all, but obviously that's never really worked out in the long-run. That's 
part of why | started trucking in the first place. | can't end something if there's nothing to end in the first 


place." 


"Well, its not so different for me." James went silent for a moment, then: "I hold onto things so tight, they 
break." 


Jason smiled, the memory of James’ arms around him making him warm. "You held onto me just fine." 
"Michigan blood runs warm, right?" 

"Right." 

"So-a few more weeks. And then | can see you?" 


"Hell yeah," Jason said, still smiling. Even with James so far away now, everything felt in its right place, or it 
would be very soon He was still counting all his blessings, looking up to the sky with gratitude for how all 


those twisting highways led him to something-someone-so remarkable, so open and so safe. "| can't wait." 


Jason decided to tackle the painting first. He didn't want everything to be repainted in white-he wanted life and 
color in his home, something that was severely lacking in that truck and, admittedly, often with the Michigan 
skies. The hardware store had a whole dazzling array of paints to choose from, so many he stood in front of 
all the paint chip cards and went through nearly every single one, trying to decide which would go where. The 
living room faced west-he needed more light for that. A pale, cool blue for those walls would look nice and 
make things brighter; a creamy yellow so pale it was almost white for the kitchen, an earthy, reddish brown 
for the dining room, which he thought would go well with all the rich mahogany furniture his parents had 
given to him and which Jason had barely used in all his time living in his house; a soft, light grey for that 
bathroom and, finally for the bedroom, a green so deep he imagined it would feel like sleeping in the woods. 


There was a lot of work to do, even more with James’ upcoming visit. Jason didn't even realize, however, that 
as he primed all the walls, poured the paint into pans and started going at it, he wasn't thinking about James at 
all. He was focused on the action, his body moving constantly and his eyes scanning over every surface to 


make sure everything was even and transforming just as he'd wanted. 


But when all the walls had their new paint and all the furniture was shoved to the center of each room and 
Jason had various strips of blue tape, battered trays and speckled and worn sheets to clean up, everything 
seemed so quiet and empty. Standing up in his bedroom, his knees cracked and the slight pounding of his 


sneakers across the floorboards lingered for too long. The pine green walls looked so barren and he felt 


suddenly exhausted, chest empty and a slight pounding in his head making his eyes heavy. It wouldn't be long 
before the house was devoid of him too and he was back on the road, with cramped legs and a sullen heart, 


coasting miles and miles to the next place, then the next, then back again. 


James had lied a lot in his younger days. He had been good at it, graced with an effortless charm even with 
his gruff appearance and demeanor. It'd been useful back then-it had allowed him to swindle and beat the odds, 
get away with some shit others weren't so lucky with. Sometimes all it took was a smile. Maybe it had all been 
more luck than skill, he'd thought as he'd gotten older, because down the line, all of that kept diminishing. It 
became arguments he couldn't win, jobs he kept losing, homes he kept getting kicked out of, a temper he 
couldn't manage, and a whole slew of women he pushed away, leaving him alone over and over, all a prison of 


his own doing. 


There'd never been another man in his life like Jason. James hadn't told him that and while it wasn't a real lie, 
just an omission, he sure felt like it was becoming a lie. He wasn't actually bad at dirty talk over the phone- 
plenty of women could attest to that-he'd just never done it with a man. He'd never approached another man 
during his travels, it was just that Jason was inherently approachable, curiously attractive and James knew- 
even with the genuine fear that Jason would react violently-he had a fair shot. A decade ago, James would've 
seen someone like Jason and instantly pegged him as a fag, even if it was just because of Jason's clean look and 


bouncy confidence. James wasn't like that. 


Except he was, and not just from loneliness. He'd caught the attention of other guys in the past and other 
guys had caught his attention too. It was always an uncomfortable realization when he caught himself eyeing 
another man, the only way to deal with it was with aggression, whether passive or active, then to shove it all 
aside. He liked women; he also liked men and there was a part of him buried deep inside that knew that without 
a doubt, but lying to himself and everyone else felt so much easier. Nobody ever stuck around anyway, why 


did it matter? 


But James didn't want to be a liar again and he sure as hell didn't want to push Jason away. Talking to him felt 
like floating in the ocean, just hearing his voice lifted James halfway to the clouds and that laugh brought him 
right up to outer space. And Jason had been his first everything, with a man anyway, and James had fooled 
him. Somehow. He wasn't sure how. Maybe because it all felt so right. It didn't take any brain power to hold 
Jason or kiss him or even make him come and James wanted to do all of that over again, a thousand times, 


not just because he was a man but because he was Jason. 


The California heat should have warmed him from the outside in but James couldn't stop thinking about the 
cold night he and Jason had spent together in Rapid City. That sky had seemed too dark and big but the sky in 
Fresno was too bright and even bigger, a limitless canvas of clear, stark blue that hurt his eyes when he 
looked at it for too long. The air felt too dry and the sun was too sharp, the trucks hummed too loudly and 
the loneliness in James' heart grew until his ribs ached and he just closed his eyes against the heat coming 


through the window, wishing he had stayed on the phone with Jason longer. 


The thought of sleeping in his cab yet again had worn him down. James could spare some cash on a motel 
room for one night and had scrapped enough luck from his youth to find one that didn't care if he parked the 
truck out back. It brought him back even further, to when he was still young-ish and so bewildered by being 
500 miles from home that he'd caved on the second night of his first ever gig and stayed in a Motel 6 that 
had extremely limited hot water and dirty sheets. This one was better, a testament to how much had changed 
in the past five years, or perhaps Fresno was just better than Boise was in 1994. He'd already used plenty of 
hot water in the shower, the sheets smelled fresh, the phone worked and so did the TV. He tried to recline on 
the creaky bed and settle on a channel, wishing for his mind to be taken away. But it was too hard. Jason kept 
coming back to him and James kept wishing he was actually right there, sitting next to him with their thighs 


touching and Jason's head resting on his shoulder. 


Author's Notes: 
Grand finale :) 


Each turnel we take, my heart on the brakes 


The road doesnt matter, it's how you haul 


The house was almost unrecognizable with its freshly painted, multicolored walls, new lighting and the cobwebs 
and dust swept away from lampshades and out of corners, swept and scrubbed floors even the mended back 

deck to complete the metamorphosis. It had been a true labor of love with most of it taking place after that 

phone call with James and most of the remainder finally being finished up after the not-totally-impulsive leap 
Jason had taken-quitting his job. 


The air felt fresher and lighter after he'd done it, its gentleness able to wash away the feelings of being a 
quitter and not seeing it Through to the end-Jason's end, anyway. But really, what was the point? He wanted to 
enjoy his home and not just because of James, though he couldn't deny that was part of it. Jason didn't want 
history to repeat itself with himself jumping in too early, too fast and too hard, but there was a sense of 
security, premature or not, that hadn't been so palpable in the past. Jason was older, as was James, and 
playing games wasn't in their plans. He was sure of it. They both had every opportunity to call that first right 
a one-time thing and vow to never see each other again. Life had other plans for them, apparently, and Jason 


was going to lean right into that new path and clear the way in the meanwhile. 


He didn't even mind that the kitchen went back to being dirty, because the mess that had accumulated was 
really from an act of love, not only for James but for Jason himself. It was the first full, home-cooked meal 
he'd prepared in some time, leaving the sink full of dishes and a baking sheet of chopped meat, potatoes and 
vegetables in the fridge for James’ arrival. Even the long-lost rituals Jason had experienced earlier that 
morning were like assimilating all over again to a more "normal" life, like when he made himself a single cup of 
milky, sweet coffee and ate eggs he'd actually made himself on the stove and enjoyed all of it on his newly 


repaired deck in his own backyard. 


Jason's heart was pounding as he puttered around the kitchen, doing the rest of the dishes as he just kept 
waiting for the knock to sound through the house, muscles tense with anticipation, mind rapidly rifling through 


all the possible scenarios to come with, thankfully, his optimism, never allowing for any of them to turn out 


badly. 


Just over 500 miles felt like a cakewalk to James now that he had an end-goal that actually meant something. 
The nearly straight shot south to north just felt right, with Nashville gradually moving behind him and the still 
sort of obscure little city of Battle Creek right up ahead, and all the changes and variations in landscape and 
city skyline along the road that James hadn't had the chance of truly noticing for a long time. Driving himself 
freely in his own truck felt a whole lot different than driving because he had to in a monstrosity of a hauler; 
the nearly eight hours were a breeze along the highways. He had laughed as he crossed into Michigan, this 
bubbling sense of accomplishment and excitement rising within him, and knew then that it was a matter of 
minutes, not hours, until he could see Jason again. All his mistakes and everything in his past seemed so far 


away, not because he was trying to shove them away but because he actually had something to move toward. 


A bustling of nerves did come to life when James actually approached Jason's street, anxiety a swift rush as 
he turned down the road and had to start scanning mailboxes for the right house number. Stairs, blue paint, 
windows in the attic-Jason had told him what to look out for and even as James’ nerves prickled their way 
through his body, he found the house. He peeled into the driveway with shaky hands and heart and parked 
right behind Jason's car, the blue Michigan license plate almost matching the blue of the house. When he cut 
the engine, the symphony of birds chirping sounded through the metal and glass. It all looked so idyllic with the 
soft blue sky painted with clouds and the bunches of tall, green trees, and it felt just the same, almost like a 


dream. 


The pavement beneath his feet was grounding enough, though James’ heart was beating so hard he felt like 
he'd run to Michigan instead of driven. The sound of his own knock against the door echoed in his ears and he 
still could hardly believe this was all happening. Driving 500 miles to see someone he hardly knew had never 
been in James’ agenda-that was something spontaneous, risk-embracing young people full of lust and lunacy 
did, not worn out men in their 30's. But when Jason opened the door and gave James a smile so wide he 
thought it might actually be painful for him, he knew the risk had been worth it, and he was wise enough to 
know that the feelings that rippled inside himself went far beyond superficiality. 


Jason stepped outside and wrapped him in a tight hug, their entire bodies pressed together. "Holy shit, man, | 


can't believe you're really here." 
James hugged Jason back gently. "I'm here. Made it all in one piece." 


"Just another day on the road, right?" Jason laughed and let James go, though he kept his hands on his 


shoulders and looked him right in the eyes with admirable confidence. "You made good time." 


"I only stopped once." James looked past Jason at the inside of the hallway. "So-can | get a tour? | have to see 
everything you've done. It sounded like you did a lot of work" 


Jason's smile came to life again. "| did. I'm pretty proud of it, actually." He turned around and waved his arm 
out into the open space. "I'll definitely give you the whole tour. | also have something to tell you, but I'll tell you 
that when we eat." 


James followed him through the dining room to the kitchen. "Oh yeah? You can't tell me now?" 
"Don't worry. It's good news." 


James didn't really know what it could be. Jason had already told him all about his home improvements and 
that seemed like good enough news as is-his work had paid off. The early evening light caught on the walls of 
the kitchen, making the whole room shine gold and yellow while the lingering blue sky draped itself through the 
window. Jason turned the oven on and grabbed a big bowl from the fridge; he dumped it out onto a baking 
sheet and doused everything with olive oil, salt and pepper. 


"You didn't need to cook," James said. "I could've gotten us some takeout on the way in or something.’ 


"James, | didn't even realize how badly | missed cooking. | mean, | didn't realize how much | missed my own 
house," Jason said. He went back to the fridge and James heard the clinking of glass before he was being 
handed a beer. "I gotta say though, it was sort of depressing when | came home last month. When you first 
called me. Like, this place was just so empty.” 


"It doesn't look so empty now," James said in earnest. "You should see my place. Thats depressing." 
Jason twisted the cap off his beer. "I'd like to see it sometime. Then | can be the judge." 


"Okay, but | get to judge your place now." James surveyed the whole kitchen again, circling the space as Jason 
remained in his peripheral view. "I like the kitchen-it's bright. Definitely not depressing. The dining room is nice 


too-its darker than | thought it would be." 
‘| wanted something sort of woody. You have to see my room-it's like being in a forest." 


James was left wondering how Jason had time for all of this. With all that constant energy, he could imagine 
Jason worked swiftly but revamping a whole house-even a smaller one-was a lot for one person to take on. 
James felt like he barely had enough time spent at home to keep sheets clean and do the dishes. One minute 
there, next minute gone and on the road again, a seemingly never-ending cycle. At least Jason had thought of 
some kind of exit plan for himself. James had never gotten quite that far. There hadn't ever seemed to be 


much on the horizon before. 


Jason's bedroom did look like a forest with its deep green walls and solid, dark wood furniture. He thought it 
was cute that Jason had clearly made the bed before James had shown up, two pillows right in a neat row and 
all the sheets tucked in neatly. The whole house seemed like him-full of life and character, organized even with 


its various small messes and quirks, and built and tended by loving, strong hands. 


The tour ended out back on the deck, with fresh beers and the sun setting behind the trees. It was so quiet, 
James noted, with not much beyond birds chirping, insects buzzing and the distant ambiance of cars on the 
main road beyond. It felt so easy to be there with a beer keeping his hand cool and Jason leaning back in a 


chair across from him, craning his neck to look at a fluffy black squirrel scampering up an oak tree. 


"So what were you gonna tell me?" James asked, still curious, still no instinct telling him it would be something 


he wouldn't want to hear. 


"| was gonna wait until we were eating,” Jason replied, turning his attention back to the tree again at the sound 


of squabbling squirrels. 

James shrugged as he took a drink. "Just tell me now. You got me all curious." 
Jason leaned forward and looked at him. "Okay, well-it's pretty big. Big news, man" 
James laughed. "What is it?" 

"| quit" 

James raised his eyebrows. "Quit what?" 


"My job. Quit hauling, quit driving-it's all done." Jason leaned back in his chair again and tipped his head back, 


taking a long, slow drink. 


James wasn't sure what to say at first. It was good news just somewhat unexpected-he didn't anticipate the 


final day happening so soon. Or past tense, rather. Now Jason's rapid home rejuvenation made sense. 


"Well, that's good, right?" James finally said, trying to shake off the swarming thoughts of his own job and 
future. Jason getting off the road of misery was worth celebrating. "You wanted to anyway. | just didn't think 


you were going to like, now." 


"Me either. But it seemed right." Jason sighed and smiled a little, tilting his head back again, looking up at the 
sky. "| want to be home. | want to enjoy this place and do the work for it while | still have the energy, y'know?" 


"You're not getting arthritic anytime soon, Jase." 

Jason laughed. "Maybe not. But this is what | worked toward. Why not enjoy it?" He went in close again, 
reaching his arm across the patio table, and rested his fingers over James’ wrist. "After we met, it really did 
sink in how fucking lonely this shit is. Maybe you and all those other guys are just stronger than me. But | 


don't want to do it anymore. Consider it a trial run thats come to an end." 


James shivered at Jason's fingers lightly stroking over his skin. "So what are you gonna do now?" 


"| don't know. Maybe something with my hands." Jason chuckled and drew a line down James’ wrist to the back 


of his hand. "While | can still use them." 
James smiled. "You went in head-first again, huh?" 
Jason smiled right back. "I think it might be paying off these days." 


James hoped so. "I have something to tell you too, Jason," he said before he could back out of it. Honesty was 
not his strong suit but he had to try. Maybe that would pay off for him. "I think | need another drink first. 
You got anything stronger?" 


Jason tilted his head, his smile turning into a suspicious smirk. "Okay. I'll be right back." 


While Jason momentarily returned to the kitchen, James pounded the rest of his beer and tried to plan just 
exactly what he was going to say. Divulging sexual inexperience at nearly any age was embarrassing, even if it 
was understandable. Even though he'd feigned enough experience to "fool" Jason, James didn't think Jason would 
be horrified by the news that he, well, hadn't actually ever done much before. Done nothing before, actually. 
But he didn't want Jason to think that he had just settled on the first game man he'd found-that couldn't be 


further from the truth. Jason was Jason and that's exactly why James chose him. 


"Remind you of old times?" Jason asked when he handed James a double shot of what smelled like good, 


familiar bourbon. 


"You mean like a month ago?" James replied, laughing a little at Jason wiggling his eyebrows while he sat down 


again. "Yeah. Good old times, man." 


"Wait, wait," Jason warned, stretching his own shot glass out. "We have to do a toast for this-to you being 


here." 


James knocked their glasses together. "Hell yeah. Cheers. To that and to you saying ‘fuck it!" The bourbon 
burned just right and the cocktail in his stomach, coursing through his blood, propelled him forward. James ran 
one hand over his face and exhaled: "Alright. | gotta tell you something. It's kind of embarrassing.’ 


One of Jason's eyebrows rose. "Okay." 


There was no way-or reason-to beat around the bush. "I've never been-uh, with a man before," James said, 

looking down at the newly patched and nailed boards of the deck. "I don't know if you picked up on that before 
but-yeah. It's the truth." He forced himself to look up at Jason, whose face was so neutral James had no idea 
what the response would actually be. "You're the first." 


After what felt like an eternity of James’ heart pounding through his chest, Jason smiled a little and his 
cheeks flushed in the low, warm glow of the sunset. "I didn't know. Nothing about what we did made me think | 


would've been first" 


James exhaled. "That's good." 
"All that loneliness must have really worn you down" 
Suddenly flustered once more, James quickly said, "No, it's not like that-you-" 


Jason reached out again and grabbed James' flailing hand. "I'm kidding, James. | believe you when you said you 
thought I'd deck you in the face after your-what did you call it? ‘Proposition He laced their fingers together. 


"You're pretty fucking courageous, man’ 


"Not as courageous as quitting my job without a safety net," James chided, squeezing Jason's hand. His whole 
body and face felt exceedingly warm, but his heart was starting to slow down. "You're crazy. But seriously-you 


don't care?" 


Jason tilted his head. "No. Don't care. And for the record, | don't care about either of those things-I'll be just 


fine. And | don't like you any less, even if I'm your first.” 
"First man" 
Jason snickered. "Right. t's actually really flattering. I'd love to break you in" 


James could feel his entire chest flush beneath his button-down. He fiddled with Jason's fingers, hoping Jason 
couldn't feel how warm his palm had become. "Oh-well, thats-" He cleared his throat. "Really?" 


Jason let go of his hand and laughed. "There's no rush, James. You're here-let's just enjoy it” 


So they did, first with more drinks, enough for both of them to be buzzed and giddy even after dinner and the 
sun had disappeared, leaving the sky all dark and glittering with stars and shining with the moon. A Michigan 
moon, James thought as he and Jason shared a cigarette on the steps of the deck, and Michigan stars, the 
whole scope of nighttime so much better when he wasn't entirely alone in the dark. Cicadas were singing from 
high in the trees as a cool breeze ruffled the leaves and James’ hair; the whispers of smoke from the 
cigarette wafted over him along with Jason's warm cologne and the gentle roll of alcohol in his head and body 
kept James comfortable and safe in his thoughts and the shared silence. 


Sharing things. James hadn't ever been very good at that either, and moving away from it into a life of so 
much isolation had ended up being natural. He'd burned a hundred bridges and scorned a hundred people over 
the years-going off on his own entirely seemed like the thing to do, not only for everyone else but for himself. 
Jason's endless well of kindness mystified him. James never felt built for kindness or grace-tearing through 
the world and the people in it seemed easier. It was easier, but age had allowed him to learn it had zero payoff. 
And he told Jason as much as they sat on the deck with more cigarettes burned through-mostly by James- 
and more bourbon Jason's all-or-nothing, headfirst philosophy didn't scare James off; he was surprised his 


own harsh, suffocating clutches didn't scare off Jason. 


"Maybe itll scare you," James told him, tapping ash onto the steps. "Eventually. We don't know each other that 


well now but, eventually, you'll see what | mean" 
"| don't give up on things that easily," Jason said, knocking his shoulder against James’. 


James gave him a sideways glance and a smirk. "Didn't you just quit your job?" 


“That's different. That was for the better.” Jason laid his hand over James’ knee. "I don't give up on things that 


matter." 


James took the last drag off his cigarette and dropped the butt into an empty beer bottle. "Shit, Jason. You 


really know how to get a man all flustered." 
"One of my many skills.” 


"Yeah, seems that way. You know I'm just giving you a hard time about quitting, right? | know you'll find 
something else." James wrapped an arm around Jason's shoulders. "You've got that ‘winning personality: And a 


lot of tenacity." 


"Tenacity?" Jason repeated with a laugh, then turned to the side and pulled James forward by the back of his 


neck. "Come here." 


James’ hadn't forgotten how Jason kissed, with that confidence and instant synchronicity, but it sure was a 
very welcome reminder. James was buzzed enough to reciprocate with unbridled enthusiasm, grabbing the 
front of Jason's t-shirt and pulling him in closer while his other hand held the back of his head. Jason ran his 
fingers through James’ hair as their kisses quickly turned into a full-blown, horny makeout session on those 
deck steps, with their tongues meeting and teeth nipping and the soft, deep moans mostly from James getting 
swallowed up by the buzzing of the cicadas. He'd needed this badly and daydreamed about it over countless 
miles on the road before the road finally stretched out to Battle Creek. 


When James’ hand released Jason's shirt and instead found the crotch of his jeans, Jason pulled back: "I'll tell 


you again-you know we don't have to rush, right?" 
James palmed him through the denim anyway. "We don't have to wait either." 


Jason's hips twitched. He toyed with James' hair with one hand and stroked his arm with the other. "I really 
don't mind taking it slow. We've got all week." 


"Right, a whole week. Kinda wish you'd told me that before, | would've packed more clothes." James laughed 
quietly, mostly to himself. "Unless you get sick of me before then Going from riding solo to having a week-long 
roommate's a pretty big change." 


"You coming up here influenced me. | wanted more than just two days," Jason said. James knew that even 
without being told and felt, with hearing such flagrant vulnerability and honesty, his face had turned into hard 
pensiveness. Jason noticed: "Jeez, you're so serious, James." He held the side of James' face. "There were a 


bunch of reasons, alright? You were just one of them." 


‘lm not like, disturbed or anything," James replied, managing to soften his eyes as he looked into Jason's. "| 


never thought so seriously about quitting myself before | met you. This is all new to me." 
Jason leaned in and rested his forehead against James’. "And isn't it exciting?" 
"Yeah," James agreed, scanning his eyes over Jason's dark lashes. "And a little scary." 


"Just a little. But if you think this will help ease some fear," Jason said, bringing James' hand back down to his 


crotch. "l'm not gonna say no." 


James ran his thumb over Jason's bulge and the little hitch in his breathing made James grow warm again. 
Jason's hips canted upward just slightly, James twisted himself to use both hands to get the fly unbuttoned 
and unzipped. Though it wasn't the first time for this, being outside in the spring nighttime and actually 
working on undressing Jason with his own hands felt even more intimate. This darkness was different from the 
stifling, near pitch-blackness of the truck cab, either-the moon shone enough white light through the sky to 
make Jason's fair skin glow, and the single yellow light above the kitchen window forced James to see his own 


actions in perfect clarity. 


With what James chalked up as being mercy, Jason leaned his head back and closed his eyes while James 
slipped his hand beneath his boxers. He watched Jason's chest rise and fall slowly and his Adam's apple bob 
when he swallowed; his ears tuned into the soft deep breaths that moved right along with the breeze then, 
while finally able to allow his hand to move without working his brain too hard, James closed the gap between 


them and pressed their lips together. 


There'd never been anyone like Jason before, that much was plainly obvious, even beyond being the first man 
James had ever kissed. The way Jason held the back of James’ neck and played with his hair was different 
from every other woman, his gentle moans escaping against James' tongue were a melody he'd never heard 
before; the warmth of his skin and the hardness of his muscles were brand new territory and, despite all his 


previous anxieties, James had no fear under that moonlight. 

And it was quite an ego boost when it only took a few more intentionally slow and strong strokes before Jason 
shuddered and came into James’ fist, his teeth sinking into James’ bottom lip while he hissed. James was more 
than happy to take that biting pain and mess in his hand and he laughed right along with him as Jason giggled 
low and pressed his face against James’ neck. 


"Should | take my hand out now?" James asked, half a joke, with his fingers still wrapped around Jason's dick. 


Jason laughed quietly and nipped at James’ collarbone. "Your hands are kinda rough. | like it” 


James retrieved his hand and stood up, not having realized his right leq had fallen asleep. He stumbled 
backwards a bit with those pinpricks crawling up his leg, the alcohol buzz and the simple yet profound 
recognition of where he was, who he was with and what they'd done. He felt like he'd done more in a month 


than he had in years. 


"I know where the bathroom is now," he said, already reaching with his clean hand for the doorknob to lead him 


back inside. "| have to piss anyway." 
"| gotta clean up," Jason called out. "So I'll be right behind you." 


With the tap running in the bathroom sink, James plunged his hands into the warm water and looked at himself 
in the mirror. He'd spent so much time trying to turn away from his own reflection and hating what he saw 
when he did look. It all seemed so insignificant there, standing in this bathroom with someone he truly cared 
about right outside. Jason had seen James and liked what he saw, and not even James’ cards falling had made 
him move along. For so long, James had neglected what had probably been a lot of much-needed introspection 
while on the road; it took meeting someone who recognized his kind of loneliness to bring so much of the past 
to the forefront and for James to, finally, not simply turn away. In that mirror, it felt like the first time 


James could look at himself and really see himself, too. 


Jason was stripped down to his white wife beater and boxers when James got out and found him again, those 
rough hands clean and dry. "| should take a quick shower," he said. "If you can entertain yourself for a few 
minutes." 


James looked him up and down, admiring the apparent strength in Jason's entire body. "You are so sexy, Jason" 


Jason leaned back against the door frame of his bedroom, chin tilted up, eyes bright like silver as he looked 


back at him. "Really?" 


James put his hands in his pockets, a shyness that only Jason could stir up washing over him again, though 


not an uncomfortable one. "Yeah. So, uh-don't take too long." 


"Maybe you wanna shower, too?" Jason asked, stretching his arms above himself, jutting his hips out, a twinkle 


in his cool eyes. 


He was so dizzying, that Jason. James had to touch the wall behind himself, the fresh, dry paint smooth and 
glossy, to make sure he wasn't actually hallucinating all of this. "I probably should," he said, putting his hands 
back in his pockets, waiting for Jason's next move, which was to pivot over to a small closet and toss a towel 


at him. 


"No need to be nervous," Jason told him in a light tone, stepping into the bathroom and flipping the light on. 


"We've done this before, remember?" 


James watched Jason strip in his totally unabashed way, forcing himself to follow suit, disregarding his own 
clothes into a pile by the door. "Yeah, | remember. It was so fucking fast though-a blur." 


"Oh, | remember everything" Jason said with a big smile, whipping the shower curtain back. He turned on the 


water and stepped in, clear droplets already sliding down his fair, muscular thighs. 


A more sober part of James wished they'd turn the light off, despite him knowing how ridiculous that was. 
Jason had seen it all-and felt it all-and neither had anything to be ashamed of. He gave himself a quick glance 
in the mirror before stepping in and closing the curtain, grateful that at least made the light a little lower and 
softer. Jason seemed to have zero thoughts about that-he smiled at him before grabbing a bottle of body 
wash and squeezing some into his hands, lathering them before smoothing them down James’ sides. James felt 
like his whole torso was a little too soft, his once hard, strong abs gone to plushy, softer flesh, but Jason 
caressed him gently and reverently, stepping forward so their thighs were touching. 


"| bet when you were younger, you didn't hate yourself this much," Jason said, sliding his hands up to James' 


chest. 


James' heart took a pause and it felt like he lost his breath for a minute. Finally, he was able to reply, taken 
aback yet again by Jason's openness and lack of a filter: "I still hated myself. Maybe it just wasn't as obvious." 


"Why?" 
"| can't explain it." That was more or less the truth. 


"That's okay." Jason gave him a reassuring smile and circled his hands carefully around James’ neck, massaging 
the soap into his skin and around his nape. "You don't have to explain it to me. That wasn't a nice thing for me 


to say anyway." 


"| don't hate myself as much when I'm with you," James said. He gave up on keeping his hands at his sides, 
instead lifting them to Jason's shoulders. "That's not really a new thing. | always felt better when | was with 
someone else. But even when we were apart-you and me-it felt a little different. Like | cared less. About the 
shit that doesn't matter, | mean" 


"That's always a good feeling." Jason grabbed the body wash again and started to rub it over his own skin, so 
James leaned forward into the spray of the water to rid himself of all the bright, cirtrusy suds, watching 
Jason tilt his head back and get his hair all wet. Jason stepped forward again and shook his hair out, then 


looked down and James' breath was caught once more when a warm, wet hand was wrapped around his dick. 


Before he could say a word, Jason pushed James forward until his back was against the cool tile and Jason 
was sinking to his knees, keeping his grip firm. "You've never gotten a blowjob from a guy before?" he asked, 
stroking James’ dick with one hand and stroking his thigh with the other, fingers moving through the fine hairs 


that were wet and sticking to James’ skin. 


James didn't know why it all felt so unexpected when he knew this would eventually happen-a week was plenty 
of time to fool around. And Jason had said he was excited to "break him in" He laid his arms flat back against 
the tile, feeling suddenly like a virgin all over again, except he wasn't in the basement lounge of his first 


girlfriend's parent's house. "No." 

Jason's mouth hovered over James’ cock as he asked, "Ever thought about it?" 
James exhaled slowly. "Yeah. But mostly with you." 

Jason smiled. "Really?" 

James chuckled. "That shouldn't be surprising.” 


"Well, I've definitely thought about it too. Couldn't see much in the dark but, the next morning, | saw what 
you're packing," Jason said, slipping his left hand from James’ thigh to his balls, gently fondling them. "And 
you're packing" And before James could respond to that, Jason licked the tip of his tongue right over his slit, 
making James shudder against the tile. 


His legs were already trembling as Jason glossed his tongue over the head of James’ cock, then actually took 
him in his mouth and sank lower and lower until the tip of his nose was brushing against James’ wet pubic 
hair. James hadn't even gotten head in so long, it felt totally unbelievable to be experiencing all these 
sensations again but still different-it was Jason down there, caressing his tender balls and sucking with such 
determination and skill, turning James into a whimpering, panting mess in the shower. His ears desperately tried 
to tune out the sound of the water hitting the porcelain and listen for Jason instead; James could make out 
some low rumbles and moans, then he felt Jason's throat tighten around him and James had to shut his eyes 


and tighten his body to try to keep himself upright. 


He was so consumed by Jason's tongue sliding up his shaft that he didn't register two fingers pressing back 
behind his sack. James opened his eyes and felt frozen, perplexed by whatever was now happening down there, 
but Jason just went back to sucking while he gently rubbed his fingertips against James’ perineum, then even 


further back. 


James groaned at the new sensation, all this touching in such a previously unknown but apparently incredibly 


sensitive place. Jason pulled back and gripped James’ cock again as saliva shone on his lips: "ls that okay?" 


"Yeah-yeah, it feels good," James said, finally allowing himself to reach down and touch Jason, just resting his 
hands on the sides of his head, stroking the smooth curves of his ears with his thumbs. "It's new." 


"What about this?" Jason asked, slowly sliding the tip of his middle finger inside, the underside of his wrist stil 


brushing against James’ balls. 


"Oh-fuck," James huffed out, shutting his eyes again. It wasn't painful, just odd-and, again, new. Definitely new. 


Jason seemed to know perfectly well what he was doing, gently sucking on the head of James' cock as he 


gently pushed his finger deeper and curled the tip of it against something that made James’ whole body jolt. 
His mind wasn't sure what to focus on-this new, strange but incredible feeling inside him or the warm wetness 
of Jason's mouth around him again, everything so tight and hot. Soon, it didn't matter, because Jason lightly 
wiggled his finger again and James grabbed a handful of Jason's damp hair and was shattered by his own 
sudden release, left shaking against the tile as he moaned wordlessly and struggled to catch his breath, his 
mind blanked out and heart in a tizzy. 


James wasn't even sure how many seconds had passed but, eventually, Jason's hands were on his thighs and 
he opened his eyes to see him right in front of him again, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "I don't 
know if you're into kissing after that," Jason said, cheeks all pink. 


Still riding on nothing but instinct, James just gathered Jason in his arms and bent down to answer that 

without a word, pressing his lips to Jason's. He parted his own lips first, slipping his tongue out to meet the 
other, all his worries and cares so far behind while tiny little white stars still sparked behind his eyes. Jason 
wrapped his arms around James' neck and kissed him right back, locking them together and right against the 


wall. 
| hope your first time was good," Jason said when James gave him some air. 


"Better than | imagined," James said, finally feeling like he was back on earth. "I don't know if I'll be that good- 


just a warning.” 
Jason laughed. "I'm not worried about it. You have such a pretty mouth." 


"Never heard that one before," James said, stroking Jason's back, hands sliding all the way down to the dip 
above his ass. "That's reassuring." 


"We should finish up," Jason said, twirling a lock of James’ hair around his finger. "And have another drink 


before bed." 


That's exactly what they did, with both sets of hands washing and caressing each other until the water ran 
cold and they were forced to get out, then another pair of small whiskeys to sip while they took in the last bit 
of nighttime on the deck James felt more high than drunk, like he was living in a dream, but it really was all 
real. The night sky sparkled sapphire and onyx through Jason's bedroom windows after the lights were turned 
off and he was getting under the soft covers, Jason sliding right up against him, both of them dry and clean 
and warm. As James was just getting used to his back against Jason's mattress, Jason moved in close and 
wrapped an arm around him, pulling James closer to the middle of the big bed; James lifted his arm, letting 
Jason nestle against his chest. 


"This is so much better than my bed in the truck," James said, closing his eyes. It was infinitely better. 


"Better than mine, too," Jason affirmed. He gently rubbed over James' chest. "What do you wanna do 


tomorrow? | was thinking about a drive, but then realized that's probably lame, considering how far you drove 


to get here. There's a few hiking trails around here. There's not a whole lot to do here, honestly, but l'm sure 


we could figure something out." 


"Hiking would be cool," James said, feeling himself get even more sleepy with Jason petting him. “Anything, Jase. 
| don't really care-lm easy." 


"You are, but just easy enough," Jason replied and James felt Jason smirking against his chest before darkness 
fully swept over. 


Their night together in Rapid City hadn't let Jason see James in such a true, natural habitat-as in, spread out 
on his stomach over the bed, half his face sunken into a pillow, dark gold hair a mess. Jason rolled over onto 
his side of the bed that had been spared and propped his head up in his hand, tired eyes looking over James’ 
sleeping form, seemingly totally resistant to being roused. He'd traveled quite a ways and had been traveling 
for so long-it wasn't any wonder he was completely wiped out. Jason would never say it, but he did wish 
James would hang up his hat when it came to hauling. He deserved a break. A perpetual break. But he 
understood it wasn't so simple for him-Jason didn't really have a safety net, just like James said, but he could 
live with the consequences. James was probably smarter to hang back, do an overview and truly weigh the 


pros and cons of any decisions. 


Good thing James weighing the pros and cons of that first night in Rapid City had paid off for both of them. 
Jason really was astounded when James came over to him. It was a lucky night-he'd always had a thing for 
blondes and James fit the bill, then wrote the check in full when he sat down and they actually got to talking. 
The lines around his eyes showed a lifetime of laughter and experience, even if it'd been a while since James 
had really laughed or had much beyond trucking along the highways, and his smile made Jason want to smile in 
turn even when he was so mystified by James’ face that he hadn't heard a word he'd said and he had to 
mentally backtrack and pick up the pieces. All his life, Jason felt like he'd been waiting for some empty space to 
be filled and, miraculously, James had come along and filled it. 


Jason reached out and stroked James’ hair, trying to smooth some pieces back into place; James’ eyelids 
fluttered but beyond that, he didn't stir. Jason sat up and looked outside to the sun still rising, big rays of 
soft gold splashing against the deep green paint, and recognized that, perhaps for the first time ever, 


everything seemed complete. 


James lifted one knee toward his chest and groaned softly into the pillow. "Why'd you stop?" he asked, mostly 
muffled, with his eyes still shut. 


Jason leaned back against the headboard and looked down at him. "Stop what?" 


"Messing with my hair. | could feel it" 


Jason extended his arm again and resumed, tracing his fingers through the dirty blonde strands around James’ 


ears. "Didn't realize you liked it so much." 
James hummed. "S nice." 
"You can sleep some more if you want. It's still early.” 


Eyes still closed, James rolled over onto his back and took Jason with him by his hand, making Jason collapse 
right over his chest. "Oh yeah?" 


Jason laughed and smoothed his hand over James' stomach. "What's the first thing you do when you get up? 


When you're home, not working’ 

Another hum. "Coffee" 

Jason started to get up. "I can do that" 

James yanked him back by his t-shirt. “Would you relax, man?" 


Jason settled back down, tracing a line down James’ own t-shirt, the cotton worn and pilled "What'd you dream 
about?" 


James chuckled. "Isn't it too early for all these questions?" 
"I can tell you what | dreamed about." 
"Alright" 


Jason laughed a little to himself. Most of what he'd dreamed about had been left as a blurry mess but he 


could remember one distinct event: "I was driving my truck" 

James snorted. "Shit, Jase, that's a fucking nightmare." 

Jason laughed again, louder. "So tell me yours." 

| can't remember. That means | actually got some good sleep for once." 

"That's good." Jason nuzzled his cheek against James abdomen "I really will get up to make some coffee. | gotta 
do my usual bathroom routine anyway." Without James’ hold keeping him back, Jason successfully got up, 


giving another look to him, who still had his eyes shut but was stretching and peeling the blankets away from 
himself. 


Once he got the lingering tiredness and slight hangover out of himself with cold water to the face, a vigorous 
brushing session and a big cup of tap water, Jason went downstairs and left the bathroom to James. He'd been 
trying to cut back on coffee since he quit his job, switching to different teas that seemed to curb the caffeine 
craving without making him jittery, but he still had a half-full canister of grounds in the cupboard and a Mr. 
Coffee on the counter. It crackled and hissed as the coffee brewed and warmed the kitchen with its fragrance, 
and Jason poked his head in the fridge to see what they'd do for breakfast. He was looking to see what kind of 


cheese he had to throw into some scrambled eggs when he felt James’ hand on his lower back. 

"| got another proposition for you," James said from behind him, so Jason shut the fridge door, turned around 
and saw him in nothing but the same navy blue towel James had used last night after their shower. His hair 
was wet again and there was still a slight wet sheen to his chest and his face was flushed, whether from 
nervousness or the shower, Jason wasn't sure. But it was sweet. 

Jason could guess what this proposition was but he asked anyway: "What is it?" 

‘lm sick of waiting," James said, standing up even taller. "For you to break me in" 

Jason couldn't help but laugh. He stepped forward and lifted one hand to the back of James’ neck, bringing him 
down to touch their foreheads together. "That was, um, kinda a lewd way of putting it on my part. But-you're 
sure?" 


James nodded against Jason's forehead. "If you want to." 


Jason placed his other hand on James’ waist. "Yeah, of course. Just didn't expect it to be this morning. You 


might be sore for the rest of the day" 

"IIl survive." James straightened up again. "What was it like for you-the first time?" 

Jason hadn't actually thought about it in a long time. The memory seemed so far away, made to feel even 
more lost in his mind with the gradual decline in physical intimacy he'd had over the past year. He needed 
physical touch, even if it wasn't sexual, and the lack of it had forced him to try and put it all out of his mind 
entirely just to get through the wasteland of social activity and sex. 

"It was a long time ago," he said, playing with James' hair. "And it wasn't anything special. | liked the guy, | think 
he liked me. But it didn't go much longer than that" With the memory coming back, Jason laughed to himself. "I 
think | liked him too much, actually, and it scared him away." 

James scowled a little. "That's stupid" 


Jason laughed again. "I think so, too. But whatever-you move on, right?" 


"| liked you the second | saw you," James said, and Jason could have melted into him right there in front of 


the fridge, but James grabbed his wrist and started to lead the way back upstairs. "So don't worry about 


that: 


Back in his bedroom, Jason kept the lights off and closed the curtains almost all the way, just leaving a couple 
inches down the length of both windows for the sun to shine through. He was surprised at how relaxed and 
self-assured James seemed now-he had just rid himself of the towel and laid back on the bed, propping 
himself up on his elbows to watch Jason strip out of his t-shirt and boxers. Jason, on the other hand, felt a 
little self-conscious, but not about stripping down. While James could admit to being inexperienced in this way, 


Jason was too in a different sense. 


"Ie never been anyone's first," he said, letting himself adjust to the temperature change with his sudden 
nakedness, and went over to his dresser for the condoms and lube that hadn't seen much use lately. "Just so 
you know. But if | learned anything from my own first time, its what not to do." He turned around and held up 


the box of condoms. "Yes or no? | haven't had sex since my last screening so-l'm good" 
James laughed. "Me either, dude. Fuck it. | didn't use a condom my first time with a chick" 


Jason snorted as his knees made contact with the bed. "Why doesn't that surprise me?" he replied, straddling 


James' leg. "You ever get anyone pregnant?" 


"| don't think so." James grabbed Jason's hips and pulled him forward. "This is not good foreplay, by the way. | 


know that much." 


"You're right. My bad." Jason leaned down and kissed him, those soft, perfect lips inviting him in. He'd nearly 
forgotten how nice it was to just do that, to let go into someone else-namely James-and follow nothing but 
instinct and the silent direction of his partner. Kissing James was already so intimate and fulfilling that Jason 
hadn't actually thought about sex as much as he normally would have-it didn't seem to have been as much as 
James had thought about it either-but now that James was reaching between them to stroke Jason's cock as 


he squeezed his hip, Jason was definitely starting To imagine more vividly what they could do. 


James became even more handsy than their first night together. He stroked Jason's cock fast and hard, 
painful enough without lube to make Jason hiss against his mouth, but still deliriously hot enough for Jason to 
buck his hips into his first anyway. James' other hand went from squeezing Jason's hip to squeezing his ass, 
fingers digging hard into one cheek and spreading him open like James was going to be fucking him Jason didn't 
mind. James was strong, not just by appearance but by delivery, and even if his words shied away from true 
emotion, his face never did. If Jason did something he didn’t like, he didn't need to worry about James giving 


some serious indicators, verbal or otherwise, to let him know. 


With Jason's teeth nibbling on James’ bottom lip, James suddenly hauled him backwards and landed on top. He 
covered Jason with his whole body and pressed his face against his neck, kissing down Jason's throat, lips 
trailing over to his pulse point. Jason wondered if James could feel how frantically his heart was beating, 
though his wondering was short-lived with James snaking down his body, feeling every bit of his skin that he 
could with his hands, while open-mouthed kisses were placed down his chest, his abs and then right above 
Jason's cock, still rock hard and twitching from James’ skilled hands. 


James looked up at him briefly before silently mouthing down the length of Jason's cock, too. The tip of his 
tongue just barely slid over the head, then his lips were sliding down while one hand cupped his balls, similar to 
how Jason had been with him the night before. The tickle of beard against the base of his shaft made Jason's 
dick twitch again, and his hips sprang up a bit when James’ tongue actually breached and slid along his shaft, 


licking up slowly until his whole mouth was taking Jason in. 


"Oh" Jason exclaimed in a breathless moan, half-surprised, half-overwhelmed. He just had to touch James, so 
he laced his fingers through his hair and he felt him pause as if waiting for Jason to move him or push his 
head down, but Jason did nothing apart from graze his fingers over James’ scalp. 


James resumed, wrapping his big hand around Jason's shaft while he sucked at the head. His inexperience was 
apparent but not a turn-off. Quite the opposite, really-just the experimental mixture of hand, lips and tongue 
had Jason weak, thighs quivering and his fingers in James’ hair haphazardly messing with the loose, silky 
strands. He let his own head fall back and he shut his eyes, thinking that might take even more pressure off 
James but when he felt James sink down lower, tongue flat against the thick vein running down his length, 
Jason's shoulders shot up and he fisted into James’ hair with a grunt. He blinked down at him, and James 
raised an eyebrow with his mouth full, and that made Jason want to laugh even with the deep, thick heat 
rumbling through his belly. 


"That's so good," Jason affirmed to James and his inquisitive facial expression. James' eyes cast downward 
again and Jason closed his eyes in response, tuning himself into the feeling of the warm fist taut around his 
shaft and the even warmer mouth capturing him in so much ecstasy. The slower pace was nice-there was no 


rush. There wasn't any need to rush. 


A sudden gasp and choking sensation around Jason's dick sent him into a headspin again. He looked down to see 
saliva pouring out of James’ mouth and soaking his knuckles; Jason's hands flew to his shoulders and gently 
urged him back, still not wanting to rush but getting way too close to losing it all before they could get to the 


main event. He hadn't placed high importance on it before, but now it was imperative. 


"Poor thing," Jason remarked, laughing a little as he dabbed spit away from James’ lips with his thumb. "That 


was great for me-you got me about five seconds away from coming already. But what about you?" 

"You're a mouthful,” James said and Jason laughed again. 

Jason kissed James and eased him down onto his back. "So-you liked what we did in the shower last night?" 
James' subdued moan managed to make Jason even harder as he kissed down his jaw: "Yeah." 

"Alright, so," Jason began, reaching for the bottle of lube. He slid it down the bed to rest next to their legs, 
then pushed himself up onto his palms, hovering over James. "There will be more of that. And it'll eventually 


be easier with you on your stomach, but you're so expressive with your face, so | kinda want you on your 


back for now." 


James gave a kind of mock sneer. "Am |?" 


"Yeah, and | like it” Jason slid off James’ thigh to nestle between them, making James widen his spread. He 
nibbled up the length of his neck, relishing in James' hands returning to his shoulders and arms, gently 
squeezing Jason's biceps and stroking down to his forearms. Jason squeezed James’ thighs in response, then 
glanced upwards to the pillows still pressed against the headboard. He stretched over James to grab one and 
groaned as James lifted his head and latched his teeth into Jason's ribs. 


Pillow in hand, Jason patted James’ thigh as he looked down at the red imprints of teeth over his skin. "Lift up 
your hips.” 


James did, and Jason slipped the pillow under him and spread James' legs wider. "This is weird." 


Jason chuckled and lowered himself, nearly flat on the bed, moving between James’ thighs. "Yeah, well, you'll 
forget all about the weirdness in a minute," he assured, giving James a warm-up of tongue over his leg before 
he pressed his tongue flat against his perineum. James made a noise, not quite a moan, like he had something 
caught in his throat; Jason flicked around James’ rim and circled his cock with his hand, loosely jerking him off 


while he got James’ wet and relaxed below. 


Jason knew it was weird to be prone and exposed like that, probably even weirder with James being 
significantly older than Jason had been the first time. He went slow and deliberate and made sure to lick up 
James’ dick and get him slick there too, still jerking him off when Jason's tongue slipped back down. With James’ 
head thrown back, Jason couldn't see what faces he might be making but his low vocalizations were plenty 
affirmative. He reached with his free hand for the lube, popping it open with his teeth, and squeezed some 
onto his fingers; James’ breath stuttered as Jason rubbed two wet fingers over his entrance, still slow and 
deliberate. He took his time sliding his forefinger in then, after James grunted and his dick twitched in Jason's 
hand, middle finger; Jason's strokes and thrusts were gentle and he quickly found James’ prostate, making a 
point to nudge both fingertips against it. 


"Fuck," James moaned, stretching the word out, squeezing around Jason's fingers. "That's-fuck." 


"Yeah," Jason agreed, feeling triumphant, and stroked over James’ prostate again James’ cock swelled in his 
hand, precum beading at the tip. "It makes it so much better." James didn't have anything to say to that, he 
just let out a huff and raked a hand through his hair; Jason watched his broad, tan chest heave and felt his 


own cock harden in response. 


The third finger was a stretch, literally, and Jason nuzzled James’ thigh when he huffed again and cursed. 
There was still no real resistance and, after Jason started to lap at his balls while he worked his gentle 
strokes up to true, fluid thrusts, James actually asked for more. Jason was happy to oblige. He splayed his 
fingers as much as he could as he slid them in and out, curling and uncurling, still stroking James’ cock all the 
while. He knew it wasn't always easy to stay hard when there was something so obscure happening inside, it 


felt like an accomplishment to keep James hard, but Jason was also struggling to wait much longer now that 


they were in the thick of things. His own dick was veering on painful with how hard and how ignored it was in 
turn, Jason resorted to rubbing himself against James’ shin and, at that, James shot a hand out, blindly 


groping for some part of Jason to latch onto. 


Slowly, Jason withdrew his fingers and crawled back up James' body, sliding their hard cocks together when he 
moved in to kiss him. James was already breathless as he tugged at Jason's hair and humped up against him; 
Jason grunted into his mouth as James reached down and squeezed his ass hard, propping one knee up so he 


could grind more forcefully against Jason's hips. 
Jason giggled, James' beard tickling his neck as those soft lips moved down his chin and jaw. "I'm really excited.” 
James bit down playfully and Jason laughed again. "Me too." 


Jason sighed against James’ little nibbles down his throat, then grabbed a fistful of dirty blonde hair as James 
locked his teeth and lips around the side of his neck and sucked. James’ lack of experience no longer showed 
much at all-he was an impressive force of power and passion, all dense muscle that wrapped Jason up as he 
sucked, licked and kissed his way across Jason's neck and the planes of his shoulders and chest. Jason could 
have come right then, not so unlike they had together in Rapid City, so he managed the will to gently pull 


James' head back and look into those soft blue eyes. 


"Ready?" he asked, and James nodded and dove in to bite Jason's collarbone. Jason tugged on James’ hair again, 


laughing as he said, "Roll over." 


He sat back and gave James the space to do so. Jason was transfixed by the subtle flash of ribs as James 
stretched one arm out, then the muscles in his back shifted and Jason reached down to grip the base of his 
own cock as he watched, wholly focused on James’ surprisingly graceful way of maneuvering into such an open, 
vulnerable position Jason grabbed the lube again and slicked himself up before he moved forward on his knees, 


draping himself over James backside with his dick between his cheeks. 


He tucked strands of hair behind James' ear and leaned in, speaking softly against his temple: "I'm gonna be 


really slow, okay?" 
James nodded again. He lowered himself onto his elbows. "Okay, Jase." 


Jason thought he might have been even more nervous than James. If James was still nervous, he didn't show 
it. Jason's own first time in that position, on his knees and totally exposed, had been so sloppy and inebriated, 
he didn't remember feeling very nervous, but the excitement was incredibly different now, even while sober. 
Perhaps it was even more thrilling because they were both sober-there was no second-guessing either of 


their intentions. 


With one hand on James’ waist and the other around his cock, Jason guided himself millimeter by millimeter. 
Everything seemed so quiet in their little world that he could hear the house settling around them and the 


birds outside chirping their good mornings; Jason knew he was holding his breath as he moved so carefully and 


he figured James was doing the same by how taut his backside was and how he hadn't made a single sound. 
Once they were completely locked together, Jason let out a long breath and stroked James' hips with both 
hands-he didn't think he could verbalize how incredible it felt. 


James tried, though. "That is-" he started to say, interrupting himself with a low groan, face forward against 


the sheets. "| don't even know." 


"Bad?" Jason suggested, mostly joking, but he reached a hand around to feel if James was still hard anyway. 
James wasn't rock solid like he was, but definitely not flaccid, thank god. Jason stroked him with slippery 
fingers. "Good?" 


James moaned quietly, still keeping his face buried. “That's good." 


The journey from essentially being completely still and letting James get used to just the sensation of being 
filled to actual thrusts was another slow one. Jason kept the strokes of his hand in the same rhythm of the 
push and pull of his hips, his eyes mostly focused on the length of James’ broad back and the firm muscles in 
his arms that were still locked on either side of his head. Jason must have nudged his prostate just right with 
one particularly long, more forceful thrust, because James reared up and shot his right arm down. He knocked 
Jason's hand away from his cock and replaced it with his own, leaving Jason frozen and blinking, his instinct of 
having hurt James quickly corrected with the knowledge that James wasn't just lying there taking it, he was 


enjoying it and would be an active part of it. 


"Oh fuck," Jason muttered, mesmerized once more by the movements of James’ body and the deep, guttural 
sounds he was making as he jerked himself off and Jason finally picked up the pace a bit. "That's fucking hot." 


James tightened his fist into the sheets, knuckles jutting through his skin and triceps bulging; Jason gripped his 
hips harder and started to thrust at the exact same angle each time as best he could, determined to get 
James off. Jason didn't think he'd last long himself anyway, not with how tight and warm James was and not 
with how he'd never felt like this with anyone else, like how the world's endless spinning seemed to come to a 
stop with the two of them together, and not with how Jason knew he could die after being with the most 
enchanting, beautiful, strong and curious man he'd ever known. If he could get James to come before he did, 


that would just be another accomplishment to tuck away. 


Needing to take some sensory focus away from himself, Jason dug his fingertips into James’ hip as he reached 
his other hand around. He covered James’ fingers with his own, following his movements as James kept 
stroking himself in tandem with Jason's thrusts. 


"That's so fucking sexy, James," Jason purred, mostly because it really was what he was thinking, but also 
because he wanted to see how James would respond to more verbal praise. They'd both been so quiet 
throughout this; Jason wanted to hear James fall apart as well as see it. "So hot stroking yourself while | fuck 
you-" he paused, rubbing his hips against James' ass, and James dropped his head forward and let out a 
choked moan. "For the first time." 


"Jason" James barely got it out, his shoulders shaking as he suddenly tightened around Jason even more. Jason 
barely felt James’ release seeping through his fingers before his own world cut out for a moment-the hand 
on James' hip moved up to squeeze his ass, locking the two of them in place as Jason's own hips came to a 
still and a shudder tore through his body, heaving out a deep breath as he came. A few seconds later, Jason 
felt acutely aware of how hot and sweaty he was and how his entire body felt inexplicably loose and tight all 
at once; he let go of James’ fist, the two of theirs still sheathing his dick, and pet up along James’ side with 
his other hand with his eyes still closed. 


James groaned quietly and Jason felt him start to lower himself back down, so he grabbed hold of the base of 
his dick and carefully withdrew, his heart still pounding and breath still largely gone from his lungs. He felt like 
he actually might need some of that coffee to recover but, for now, James pulling Jason down and into those 


strong arms was perfect. 


James locked an arm around Jason's shoulders and nuzzled his nose into his hair. "You took it easy on me, 


didn't you?" 
"Well, yeah," Jason said, running his fingers through James' chest hair. "It's your first time." 


"It hurt at first. But then-" James nipped at Jason's earlobe. "Then it felt good. Totally fucking weird but-yeah. 
Good." 


Jason smiled. "Yeah, | got that much. | can't remember the last time | put that much effort in, honestly.” He 
wiped sweat away from his forehead. "I also can't remember the last time | came that hard, although our 


night in your truck still comes pretty close." 


James reached down between his legs and Jason watched him press two fingers right underneath the curve of 


one cheek "I am probably going to be sore," he remarked. "When does it get easier?" 


Jason wiped his hand on the sheets before he held the side of James’ face, softly stroking over the stubble 
along his cheek. "Um-to be honest, it might always hurt" James grimaced; Jason kissed him and slid his hand 
down to James’ chest, lightly tweaking one nipple. James moaned softly at that and Jason smiled against his 


mouth before he pulled back to add: "But if you're with the right person, it'll probably always feel good, too." 
Stretching one arm out above himself, James said, "That's good to know." 


Jason smoothed his hand over James’ bicep admiringly. "We're gonna be spending a lot of time together the 
next few days-do you wanna clean up alone, get a break?" He figured James needed some quiet time to himself 
anyway, but Jason also knew the first time was always a little strange, and some space to just decompress 


and be without someone else's eyes on you for a bit wasn't a bad thing. 


"Yeah, alright," James agreed, releasing Jason from his one-armed hold. Jason sat back and let James get up 
first, now fully able to take in the slight dishevelment of him, with his hair sweaty and messy and his ass 
tinged pink from Jason's pounding. Before he could get hard again, Jason followed James off the bed and 


grabbed a robe from his closet while James headed off into the bathroom, though not before he kissed Jason 
on the forehead. 


To his surprise, James didn't have much on his mind as he showered. His body took a lot of attention-his 

ass did feel sore, though not in an angry, punishing way. Just a different sensation yet again and he was 
careful as he washed the sweat and cum away from himself, even more careful with the temperature of the 
water over his heated, sensitive skin When he was out and stepping through the hall with a towel around his 
waist again, Jason was passing him, all ensconced in a plush blue robe. James chuckled and ruffled his hair as 


he passed, Jason poked James in the ribs in response. 


The shower was running above when James descended into the kitchen, fully dry and fully dressed. He had to 
open three different cabinet doors before he found the one with the mugs inside, then poured himself some of 
the coffee Jason brewed earlier and stepped out onto the deck for a cigarette. It hit him like a tidal wave, the 
rush of nicotine making him alert, but it also seemed to take away some of the soreness from his body. It was 
a beautiful May morning-he could hear chickadees tweeting away and the soft coo of mourning doves, and a 
robin fluttered past as the smoke curled from between his lips. James could envision what Jason had talked 
about-a vegetable garden, rabbit hutches, beds of flowers of all colors and shapes and sizes along the outside 
of the house and back toward the treeline. It would be a little paradise, at least in spring and summer. James 
hadn't spent much time in the snow apart from having to work through it, and he couldn't really imagine living 
in it for months on end. Except maybe with Jason, who was very skilled at making any situation a lot more 


comfortable. 


James decided to start breakfast himself after successfully locating the proper pans and utensils. Jason had 
big brown eggs in the fridge and most of a loaf of rye still wrapped on the counter, both easy enough to 
prepare. As the eggs were working on the stove, James set the kitchen table with silverware, a little plate of 
butter and the open jar of blackberry jam Jason had in the fridge. It'd been a long time since James had done 
something quite so ritualistic when it came to eating-prepackaged foods and slovenly diner meals would never 


compare to an actual breakfast, and one that he didn't have to eat alone. 


"A man who can fuck and cook," Jason said from the doorway, looking impressed when James turned to note 


his arrival. "The full package." 


Its just eggs," James replied, feeling himself blush as he plated the fried eggs. "The toast was even easier, 


believe it or not." 


"Well, it's not often someone else cooks for me." Jason poured a mug of coffee for himself, grabbed the plate 


of toast and followed James to the table. "Except my mom." 


"| just hope this compares," James said, sitting down. It was a bit of a note-worthy breakfast, even if it was 


simple. The sun shining through the kitchen helped make everything seem even more homey and warm. 


Necessary calories aiding in their recovery, James and Jason finished off their coffee on the deck. The easy 
slowness of the morning felt nice-normally, James would be scarfing down his driver's seat meal while already 
driving or rushing through a counter sit-down by himself before hitting the road. Here with Jason in Battle 
Creek, with the sunlight washing away so much darkness that James felt would be perpetual, there was no 


need to hurry or stress, and James didn't think he'd felt that relaxed since he was a child. 


"Y'know, I'm not telling you to quit your job or anything," Jason began, leaning forward over the banister. "But | 
could really get used to this, James." 


James leaned back, reveling in the breeze. "I could too" 

Jason turned around to look at him. "Hypothetically-if you were to quit, what do you think you'd do?" 
"| have no idea," James said honestly. "| never fully landed anywhere except hauling” 

"What about management?" 


James' brows raised as he looked up the length of a nearby hemlock. "I never thought about that-you think | 
could?" 


"Yeah, why not? You're smart, dependable-you told me you have a great track record, anyway-and you have 
years of experience now." Jason reached for his coffee from the banister and took a sip. "I think you should 
look into it. You'd actually be in charge of something instead of doing all the grunt work. The pay is probably 


fucking amazing in comparison" 


That could work. James made a mental note to take the suggestion seriously and follow through with it. He 
never really felt confident enough to take another leap, a higher leap, before Jason had shown so much faith in 
him. But there was something else on James’ mind. He leaned forward next to Jason and turned to look up at 


him: "You really think this could work?" 

"Which part?" Jason asked, but his smile seemed to let on that he knew the answer to it all anyway. 

"| mean, how the hell is this gonna work?" James pondered again, struggling to find the words, afraid he was 
ruining the moment, and looked down at the green grass below, still shiny with dew. "It's a long drive for us to 


keep seeing each other." 


Jason was quick with his response: "I don't mind. I'd really like us to see more of each other. If it's easier for 


me to go down to you, consider it done." 


"| would like for you to visit," James admitted. He huffed and rested his forehead on the banister. "Shit, why 


am | thinking about this now, Jase?" 


"Maybe because it's important to you." 


It wasn't a question And Jason was right-it was important to James. The future had started to look a lot less 


bleak, but it also didn't seem like it'd be a whole lot easier. "Yeah. It's definitely important.” 


Jason tapped James’ shoulder. "Hey. We'll figure it out, alright?" James straightened back up and Jason locked 
his arms around his waist. "It's really not that hard-not right now anyway." He gave James a grin and a little 
laugh. "You're here in the enchanting, exciting town of Battle Creek, Michigan. | think we should try to enjoy 
that" 


It was pretty enchanting if for no other reason than Jason was there, and that all at least seemed simple 
enough. James hugged him back, holding Jason close against his chest. He let Jason's hair tickle his cheek as he 
looked out at the green backyard while Jason soothingly rubbed his hand over James’ lower back, his palm so 
warm in comparison to the cool air and the chill of anxiety that still ran through James' core. 


He could feel Jason smirk against his neck, then a hand slip down his back to cup his butt. "How does your ass 
feel now?" Jason asked, pulling back to look up at James with no smugness in the question or the little smirk; 


just some genuine affection and desire to make sure James was okay, physically and otherwise. 


James reached behind himself and pressed Jason's hand a little harder against his cheek. "Okay. Could maybe 


use a massage." 
Jason squeezed the muscle in response. "I think that can definitely be part of enjoying our time together.” 


"You know," James said as Jason started to actually massage his butt with both hands, seeming to not care 
that a layer of denim and a layer of cotton was impeding him. James looked past Jason just for a moment, to 
admire the green space surrounding them and all the potential it had. "We could work on the gardens today, if 
you wanted. | don't know much about doing that kind of thing, but | wouldn't mind learning." It was a suggestion, 
a request, that meant even more than that and James thought Jason would realize that. Even being 500 miles 
apart for now, James did want to try and make something together, something that had strength and longevity 
and something that could go beyond just the two of them, even if it were just a bed of flowers. 


The sun seemed to light right up in Jason's eyes at that, making his soft grey irises sparkle with tiny streams 
of periwinkle and cerulean, and a light flush of rose bloomed over the tops of his cheeks. He threaded his 
fingers through James’ hair and brought him down to kiss, and there was so much unafraid, daring and 


exciting love in that kiss that James staggered forward and nearly crashed Jason back into the banister. 


"You planting flowers," Jason said, leaning back. He traced James' bottom lip with his thumb, then stroked his 
fingers along his jaw and down his neck "I have to see that." 


James laughed and held Jason's face in his hands, smoothing over his flushed cheeks and allowing his heart to 
pitter-patter away at the warm gaze Jason was still giving him and the tenderness of his hands over his skin. 
"Yeah," he agreed, and Jason's smile beaming up at him was, James thought, enough to mend years and years 
of darkness. "Me too." 


